IDEA 1 – INITIAL EMAIL WITH THE EXAMPLE EXERCISE REGARDING INTERVIEW TECHNIQUES

Hello, 

I’m looking for some ideas on team building exercises that emphasize the important concepts in technical communications. 

For example, I was previously a part of a great exercise that focused around interviewing SMEs. It is a 3 person exercise where, (1) Person 1 is the SME on a topic. Person 1 is given direction to answer all questions with yes/no answers as much as possible and to keep answers as short as possible unless explicitly asked for more information; (2) Person 2 is the interviewer and given direction on what the technology in question is and a topic that needs exploration; and (3) Person 3 observes and then reports to the group about what he/she saw went well or did not go well. 

Anyone have anything they’ve used or been a part of in the past? I’m looking for exercises with a focus on technical communication techniques, but would also appreciate any general team building exercises that have been successful. 

Thanks,

Kara

And then expanded in a second email:

Hi Tom, 

One of the things I could/should have expanded on in my original email was that this exercise is supposed to lead into a discussion on interviewing techniques. 

The writer is not supposed to phrase questions in a way to only receive yes/no answers, but to go about an interview as they normally would. The SME is supposed to simulate that difficult SME that we often encounter for one reason or another. (Maybe the SME is excessively busy, does not see the larger picture, etc.) The point of the exercise is to show that you cannot ask yes/no questions and expect to get the content you need to write a good manual. 

Bad question – Is this important? 

Better question – Why is this important? 

Great question – Can you tell me three reasons why this is important? 

Excellent question – What are the implications of not having this? 

I am certainly not advocating spending an excess amount of time, nor a large budget on team building. However, the exercise I’ve described takes approximately an hour from the team and maybe two hours prep from the activity leader. Especially in situations where training budgets are being cut, I think we can all benefit from finding ways to emphasize those important writing skills in-house. This exercise (and some of the other ones that have been sent to me) takes little investment from the company, emphasizes an important writing skill, and has the added benefit of getting the team to interact in a different way than they normally would – perhaps even laugh and smile a little. 

Of course, it is always difficult to find time for training. I’m not sure what can be said about this, but everyone needs to find the time to keep their skills sharp and current. Even an hour here and there goes a long way. If you don’t, the team will only end up working harder and have less quality output. 

Hope this helps explain my perspective a bit more. If you want to discuss this specific exercise in more detail, just let me know. 

Thanks,
Kara

And additional emails about interviewing
Email 1

Hi Sherry, 

With kudos like that I feel like I have to give credit where credit is due. The question model below is from a book called “Writing White Papers” by Michael Stelzner. The exercise was from a workshop of his I attended last year. Yes, I agree the model shows great insight into how to get what you need out of your SMEs. 

As a side to everyone on the list, I’ve received a few inquires to get a complete list of the exercises that have come in. In a couple of days I will consolidate the ideas I’ve received (a few people have just sent their ideas to me directly as opposed to the larger list) and post it to. 

Thanks,

Kara

Email 2

You might want to check into Neil Rackham’s Field Guide to Spin Selling. These questions are of the same ilk Neil suggests sale people use to pinpoint real needs. The “spin” isn’t the negative connotation we get when we think of politics.  It is an acronym for getting Situation, Problem definition, Implications, and explicit Need definition out of it. 

I find it very helpful for understanding how training and documentation projects fit in a department’s or a company’s overall goals. But yours simplify these enormously. So much better!!! 

Sherry

Sherry Michaels
President
Michaels & Associates

Intelligence At Work
toll free: 877.614.8441 ext. 701
c: 480.203.9373

f: 480.614.2775
email: sherry.michaels@docntrain.com
www.docntrain.com
Email 3

This is familiar territory.  I’m running a homogenized tech writing/training department in a company that makes complicated electromechanical gear that’s used on 6 of the 7 continents (don’t know if we’ll ever get anything installed in Antarctica, but you never know).  The unspoken title of my tech writers and instructional designers is that of “interpreter”; if I ever tried to put across to the intended audiences the stream of information I get from one of our physicists, I’d lose the audience’s attention by the third paragraph.  A secondary title for my crew is that of “sales”, and I actually teach them a few basic sales techniques that will help them get the SME to open up a bit (sales is supposed to be mostly about listening, after all).  For all the reasons you mentioned below (busy, myopic) and a few dozen others, the data mining task can be a chore.

Your last, “excellent” question is truly the insightful one of the bunch, and is a variation of the 14 basic sales questions posed by Werth in his book High Probability Selling.  I come from a sales background and I constantly find myself falling back on some exploratory phrases I used in sales whenever I’m data mining.  If you have a relationship with anyone in your sales department, I’d suggest that you get a little advice from them and maybe borrow one of their books.  A good salesperson knows how to extract just the information they need from an individual.

The games/exercises referenced to this post all look like they have merit, but I’ve never been a big proponent of gaming as a means of teaching; occasionally they work to break up monotony, but the takeaway is usually too allegorical and doesn’t directly address the solution to the problem at hand.  Mentoring is far and away the best method, so if you’re adept at data mining I suggest that you find a particularly prickly SME and interview them with your writer in tow; the lessons and skills learned will be immediate and directly applicable to their job function.

As you’re aware, SMEs come in all different flavors, from those that can’t be bothered to those that answer a yes/no question with a 5 minute dissertation.  If there’s one thing I’ve discovered in dealing with SMEs, however, it’s that you need to do your homework and research the topic to some degree before you approach them.  Learn what you can through other sources (manuals, on-line, Wikipedia, whatever…), and then ask for clarification on particular topics with pointed questions.  If you approach an SME with absolutely no knowledge of whatever it is they’re an SME in, then they have a hard time putting years of knowledge into short answers, and they’ll be using terms that are going to sound like Swahili to you.  If, however, you know a bit of their lingo, and give them specific questions to specific portions of their specialty subject, then you’ll get much better results.  Remember, an SME is not your first stop in the data mining process, it’s usually one of the last ones.  The quality of your writers’ products increases significantly if they do a little research on their own and have a good understanding of the subject beforehand.

So, in the PB&J exercise, I would never ask an SME to tell me how to do the whole process cradle to grave; instead, I’d ask about just bread or what qualities the knife needs to have in order to spread the PB evenly, and what the possible outcome would be if a steak knife were used instead of a butter knife.

Hope this helps –

BB

Bob Britton
Manager, Tech Pubs & Training

AS&E
800-225-1608
978-262-8691 (direct)

Email 4

This is in response to Bob's statement: 

" would never ask an SME to tell me how to do the whole process cradle to grave; instead, I'd ask about just bread or what qualities the knife needs to have in order to spread the PB evenly, and what the possible outcome would be if a steak knife were used instead of a butter knife."

The point for these exercises for me at least had nothing whatsoever to do with SMEs. The exeperience I took away was two-fold:

1. The need to write clearly and concisely. Going through the toast exercise myself as a writer AND as an interviewer/editor was an eye popping experience. You see very quickly how material is comprehended by an intended audience and how easily it is for a writer to go off on tangents if they do not have a clear goal in mind with the material.

Making toast, or PBJ sandwiches, seems on the surface a very simple subject. But...as a gourmet cook myself, I will also say that anything dealing with kitchen topics or food is very complex and each recipe or technique has a specific goal and reason in mind. The more well-written and the fewer "if/then/else" statements in these types of writing...the better the outcomes for our readers. I had in the toast exercise many many writers who could not write concisely about putting toast in a toaster and did it in several hundred words leading nowhere. But I also had seen examples of French toast, including making the custard, presented and written in a concise and fun to read and doable manner. 

2. To build teams who became "immune" to hurt feelings by having their material scrutinized using interactive group review techniques. Believe me...I have come across even tech writers who claim they are "experienced and seasoned" only to hear how upset they were because an editor or reviewer had suggestions on revamping or revising materials.

Especially in tech writing, it is so important to aim your material to a known audience. The editing/review exercises do help you in playing the role of an audience reader and to formulate good questions and suggestions to improve the materials.

IDEA 2 

Hi 

I work with virtual teams and it is so important to have that 'team' feeling when you see no one! 

One exercise that is both team building and measures the ability to follow instructions is: 

Ask everyone to get hold of: 

1.        A deck of cards - 21 to be precise. The cards can be blank or otherwise. there are some blank Q cards readily available in most office stationary cupboards. 
2.        Some sellotape 
3.        Ask them to build a 3-tiered tower using the 21 cards and sellotape. The tower must not be greater than 1m 
4.        They have 10 minutes to do this in. 

Your only resources are the cards and the sellotape. 

Aim is to write instructions for the others on the phone/other locations to follow. If each can follow others' instructions and build the tower then you have a good team of instruction writers and the team has a laugh! 

I hope I have been clear! 

Have fun

sherife.olsen@hewitt.com INCLUDEPICTURE "cid:_1_0A81A99C0A81A5B4004EE1E88025748E" \* MERGEFORMATINET 



Sherife Olsen
HR BPO
Hewitt Associates
Tel  +44 (0) 1268 413620  |  Mobile  +44 (0) 7947 991992
  |  www.hewitt.com 


IDEA 3

Hey Kara,

This really is a great venue for sharing ideas. I'd love to see the accumulated results. 

Here is an exercise that I ran with our staff.

Divide the group into 2 to 4 person teams.

Half the teams are assigned preparation of material for a system maintenance manual about a replacement handle for the back cover of the electronics compartment of a wafer inspection system.  

The other half are assigned preparation of a package inset to be included in the packing of a handle for a home use coffeepot.

Pictures of each handle are provided and I acted as the SME providing information to all whenever asked by anyone (everyone had equal access to information)

Give the teams 10 minutes or so to develop their documentation plan and then to implement as much of it as they can.

Ask 1 person from each team to share with the entire group what they learned about the documentation process from their team sessions.

Try to arrive at consensus of what is appropriate documentation for each item. Hint: remember to ask "who is the intended audience?" for each item. We found that the required documentation is VERY different from one handle to the other.

Again, I wonder if this might be the kick-off of an expanding folder of TC skill building exercises.

Peace,
Larry Imberman
Dr. Text Technical Communication
Office: +(972) 04 8440545
Mobile: +(972)  0523665143
"Peace does not mean to be in a place where there is no noise, trouble, or hard work.
It means to be in the midst of those things and still be calm in your heart
IDEA 4

Simple but fun and effective:

Form groups of two or three people.

School playground rules apply:

Share and take turns.

Practice good sportsmanship.

When things don't work well, focus on the issue instead of the person.

First step: 

Each team builds something with Legos or some other children's construction toy, and they document how to build it. 

Teammates must collaborate and quickly reach consensus on the design; then They must agree on how to document it, and divide the work suitably. This activity can highlight behaviors that undermine teamwork.

For this part, allow about 10 minutes to design the object and about 30 minutes to document it.

Second step:

The team hides the thing they have built, and receives the documentation to build another team's object. The team follows the documentation to replicate this other object without seeing the original.

This often shows that different people may get different meanings out of an instruction. It also demonstrates what's effective and what's not. At the same time, it requires teammates to find ways to work together if they don't share the same understanding of the instructions.

For this part, allow about 15 minutes. Ensure that each team has access to the same set of pieces that the original team used to design the object.

Third step:

Teams compare the objects made using documentation to the originals.

Teams work together to evaluate any differences and understand how they happened. 

This activity requires some problem analysis and gives participants an opportunity to give feedback in constructive ways. It also provides a controlled environment for *receiving* constructive criticism.

Allow about 10 minutes for this. Before you start this part of the exercise, you may want to remind participants to give feedback with kindness and receive it without taking it personally.

This can be a lot of fun in a group where people trust and respect each other; but if you've got prima donnas in your work group, this exercise tends to ferret them out. You may want to invite a facilitator from outside your team - someone who will be seen as a neutral outsider.

I encountered this as an exercise in an Information Mapping workshop, years ago; and I've used it as part of a workshop on technical communication that I used to present at an annual technology conference for teen-age girls.

Have fun!

Karen

IDEA 5

Kara, this might sound simplistic but have you tried doing peer reviews with your work or post-mortems with projects after completion?
 

In the past, these were great ways to build teams. We would discuss how we did the project (technology, software involved), the project plan, problems, and content reviews. This would involve not only the writers but anyone interested connected to the project (including project managers and the client if they were interested). It takes time to do this but well worth it. You do have to be careful so that it doesn't turn into a session that focuses solely on technical writing techniques or grammar only (been there...it's happened). But it does help everyone involved: gives other project participants a good view of what the tech writers need to accomplish, gets great feedback from the client/customer (what were his expectations?), and promotes sharing between the writing team. Admittedly, it's sometimes not possible to include the client/customer, but the company I worked from when I did this had great relationships with a lot of it's long-term clients and we weren't cranking out material intended for mass-consumption but rather projects that were client-specific. It's useful to for everyone to learn exactly why an effort/job/project succeeded or failed...and if it's conducted right, you avoid the finger-pointing game with things gone wrong but do get to give a pat on the back to someone or a group who's done the extraordinary and they share their expertise to apply to future efforts.
 

Wish I had that now :(. I'm the sole writer/editor here and just knocking out work is all I can accomplish most days! I know this isn't a specific exercise but perhaps you can work a recent special project or documentation effort into a post-mortem or a peer review to see how it might work?
IDEA 6

I don't know if this is exactly what you are looking for, but I created a series of writing courses to teach technical writing and general writing concepts to engineers. For each class section (for example, "usage"), I created a spin off of a game show. I made one from Press Your Luck, one from Jeopardy, and one from Street Smarts. It's kind of silly, but it was a fun way for people to recall concepts and interact. 

 

Another one would be to have everyone (or maybe every group) bring in a sample of something they've seen written (a manual, a website, a memo, etc.) that they feel does a poor (or excellent) job of communicating what it was intended to. The entire group could work together to discuss what does and doesn't work and why (the concepts supporting that) or the groups could exchange with another so that each group would just disect one example and then report back to the group as a whole. 

 

Hopefully those help a little! 

 

-Danica

 

Danica Rhoades
Write Rhetoric
www.writerhetoric.com 

IDEA 7 
From: "Ben Kauffman" <kauffman@cadence.com>

Subject: Re: [MgmtSIG] team/writing exercises

To: <mgmtsig@mailman.stc.org>

Message-ID:


<E159629609B33A43989E19A33C5290F404C14841@MAILNA1.global.cadence.com>

Content-Type: text/plain;
charset="us-ascii"

I taught college writing classes for several years, and one of my

favorite in-class exercises was to ask my students to write detailed

instructions on making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I told them

to write for an audience of novices who would understand the raw

materials (bread, peanut butter, jelly), but not the concept of a

sandwich.

When they finished writing (some much, much too quickly), I would

produce a bag of the necessary groceries and we novice sandwich makers

would proceed one at a time to follow these written instructions to the

letter. ("Put the peanut butter on the bread" was often a documented

step -- which resulted in my putting the jar of peanut butter on the bag

of bread.) Needless to say, it was an interesting if sometimes messy

usability study, an easy way to illustrate good process writing, and we

all got to eat the end product.

With a little thought, you could adapt something like this be more of a

team exercise that highlights the various functions and responsibilities

in your group.

--Ben Kauffman

And then expanded: 

From: "Donna McManus" <dmcmanus@dsci.com>

Subject: Re: [MgmtSIG] team/writing exercises

To: "Ben Kauffman" <kauffman@cadence.com>,
<mgmtsig@mailman.stc.org>

Message-ID:


<C3253A86E7C2944BAE83EC757AB6FD43D78AD8@dsci-exch01.dsci.com>

Content-Type: text/plain;
charset="us-ascii"

I like this!! 

I experienced one a number of years back (and this was used as part of a

"testing process" to weed out job applicants during an interview) where

they were to write the procedures to make toast. All we could assume was

that the reader had the necessary elements (electricity, basic kitchen

tools, and ingredients they liked to use). We could NOT assume anything

else.

Very interesting...needless to say we got various ways of making toast

from toasters, toaster ovens, and even pan-fried toast.

What WAS clear was an applicant's ability or inability to write simple,

clear procedures and to deduce simple logic!

Cheers

D

Expanded Again: 

From: "Palmer, Patricia *" <Patricia.Palmer@fda.hhs.gov>

Subject: Re: [MgmtSIG] team/writing exercises

To: "Ben Kauffman" <kauffman@cadence.com>,
<mgmtsig@mailman.stc.org>

Message-ID:


<FFC009328B974646BC248F6D5C4E839C04E4A68E@FMD3VS021.fda.gov>

Content-Type: text/plain;
charset="US-ASCII"

Ben,

This is a great example.  I had to attend instructors training in the

military.  Diapering a baby is a good exercise also.  But you do need

the old fashion diaper and safety pin, with a very flexible doll baby.

It's quite funny... 

IDEA 8

From: "Bernard Aschwanden \(Publishing Smarter\)"


<bernard@publishingsmarter.com>

Subject: Re: [MgmtSIG] Team/Writing Exercises

To: <mgmtsig@mailman.stc.org>

Message-ID: <031101c8edad$82e2dcd0$acd3cc8e@batmobile>

Content-Type: text/plain;
charset="us-ascii"

A very simple sounding idea is to document the concepts, tasks and technical

information related to using computer related commands people in this field

should already know. Things like creating a new document, saving a file,

printing a picture, or even how to cut/copy/paste.

I use this in a single sourcing course and it's always interesting to see

what comes back from the participants. It also gets people writing about

technology in some way. It can include hardware (b/w vs color priting

perhaps), tech ideas (save to a server), software (cut/copy/paste), and

likely more.

Bernard

Bernard Aschwanden

President

Publishing Smarter

www.publishingsmarter.com
IDEA 9

From: "Judith M. Herr" <herrj@comcast.net>

Subject: Re: [MgmtSIG] team/writing exercises

To: "'Donna McManus'" <dmcmanus@dsci.com>,
"'Ben Kauffman'"


<kauffman@cadence.com>, <mgmtsig@mailman.stc.org>

Message-ID: <00d801c8edb4$51f7ce30$f5e76a90$@net>

Content-Type: text/plain;
charset="US-ASCII"

For a career day at a middle school with quite a few students from low income neighborhoods, a couple of STC members were invited to do presentations for three 7th grade English classes.  One of us spoke to each class about being a "technical communicator," when suddenly the other ran into the room, disguised as a distraught granny lady (okay, so it was me in a hat and carrying a very large purse).  

I explained to the class that I was to send my grandson a text message to come meet me, but that I did not have a clue how to do it.  Although not every student in the class had their own cell phone, apparently they all were experts at using one.  

They took my phone to send my grandson a message  for me, but we explained that I would need it written on the blackboard  so that I could copy it down in case they were not there to help me next time.  We also explained that I did not even know how to turn on this particular phone.  One kid took over the chalk, others hollered out steps -- correcting each other when something was left out or I asked a confused question.  After the demonstration, the students had quite a few questions about  how to end up doing what we do.  

Although the teacher had told us that this class with several ESL students had not been able to do required writing assignments, they wrote a procedure any of us would have thought was simple, easy to follow, and would result in success for anyone following it!  And, they collaborated to help a "granny lady." 

Judy Herr

herrj@comcast.net

